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The Argentine Senate is immersed in a bribery scandal in which lawmakers allegedly received
millions of dollars to vote in favor of a labor-reform bill last April. To date, eleven senators have
been implicated. It has left the opposition Partido Justicialista-peronista (PJ) in disarray and
deepened divisions within the governing Alianza coalition between President Fernando De la Rua's
Union Civica Radical (UCR) and the Frente del Pais Solidario (FREPASO) headed by Vice President
Carlos Alvarez.
The two consecutive terms of former President Carlos Saul Menem (1989-1999) were marked by
frequent scandals and allegations of government corruption. De la Rua's election in 1999 brought
high expectations that government corruption would be eliminated. However, it seems many
questionable practices were more widespread than previously believed and counted on complicity
of lawmakers from all political parties.
The accusations of vote-buying first appeared in the Argentine daily La Nacion in early August.
Anonymous sources accused Labor Minister Alberto Flamarique of bribing PJ senators to vote in
favor of the administration's key labor- reform bill. The newspaper, which had promised its sources
confidentiality, later changed its policy and said PJ Sen. Emilio Cantariero had admitted taking a
bribe. Cantariero refuted the story and said he would sue the reporter.

Vice president leads efforts to investigate
On Aug. 23, Vice President Alvarez, as head of the Senate, asked the Federal Court to investigate
the accusations. Alvarez was indignant that the administration, elected on promises to provide
cleaner politics, was now immersed in a bribery scandal. "We want to show that these practices will
no longer be tolerated, because in a country as impoverished as ours, if politics which is a tool for
transformation is spoiled, then the market will ultimately govern," said Alvarez. "I don't want to
play politics with this situation but find ways to clear it up."
At the same time, the government anti-corruption office said it was investigating the allegations and
might call Flamarique and Fernando de Santibanes, head of Argentina's secret service (Secretaria
de Inteligencia del Estado, SIDE), both named by La Nacion's anonymous sources as providing the
bribes. Santibanes told a congressional hearing that the accusations were baseless. Labor leader
Hugo Moyano said Flamarique told him before the labor law was passed that all he had to do to
obtain the needed PJ votes was "visit an automatic teller machine."
Influential PJ Sen. Antonio Cafiero provided government investigators names of PJ senators
involved, although he offered no proof. Cafiero, who served in the Cabinet during the presidency
of Juan Domingo Peron in the 1950s, said he is considering leaving the party, and he later suggested
that all senators resign because of the damage caused by the scandal. Congressional immunity
modified Federal Judge Carlos Liporaci interviewed Treasury Secretary Mario Vicens to see whether
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government accounts showed evidence of bribes being paid. He also requested that eight senators
be stripped of their congressional immunity so they could face prosecution. Liporaci said that
testimonies of two journalists were "serious and concordant...and permit the assertion that there
were bribes, in other words, there were those who paid and those who received."
On Sept. 1, three PJ senators, Eduardo Bauz, Angel Pardo, and Ricardo Branda, voluntarily gave up
their immunity and offered to collaborate with investigators. Meanwhile, in a premtive more, Sens.
Raul Galvin of the UCR, and Eduardo Menem, brother of the former president, and Jorge Yoma,
both of the PJ, offered their resignations to the provincial legislatures that appointed them. None of
them has so far been implicated and it was unlikely that the resignations would be accepted. PJ Sen.
Ramon "Palito" Ortega said he may also step down.
On Sept. 7, Argentina's lower house voted to modify the sweeping immunity that protects
lawmakers, judges, and government ministers from prosecution. The Chamber of Deputies voted
202 to 5 to pass the bill. It then went to the Senate, where it was quickly approved. The president
must sign the bill for it to become law.
The new law will still not allow judges to arrest lawmakers and government ministers without
authorization from Congress, but it grants judges the power to question them as suspects. "This law
will mean everyone has to testify. There won't be anyone, no official in the country, who will be able
to avoid cooperating or testifying before a judge," said Alianza Deputy Elisa Carrio who proposed
the bill.

Scandal brings calls for early elections
Alvarez said that the reputation of the Senate was now so discredited by the bribes-for-votes scandal
that any laws it passed would be dismissed as the result of payoffs and deal- making.
On Aug. 28, Alvarez said that upper-house elections scheduled for late next year should be moved
forward. Other political leaders supported moving up the elections. "A storm has erupted that
places the entire body under suspicion in public opinion," said PJ leader and Buenos Aires province
Gov. Carlos Ruckauf. "Therefore, we must restaff the Senate through popular elections."
Ruckauf sent his proposal to Alvarez, who was in charge of the government while de la Rua was
outside the country. Although Alvarez had supported changing the election date, he said it would be
difficult "to find a formula that does not violate the Constitution."
Alvarez urged senators to carry on with their work. "The Senate should continue passing bills into
law despite this investigation," he said. De la Rua, who still has much needed legislation pending,
said he would enact key laws by decree if the scandal paralyzes the Senate. "The government is
going to analyze in detail the bills that are the priority and see if some can go ahead by decree,"
said Economy Minister Jose Luis Machinea. "The country can't stop, and what it needs is to pass
measures and the obvious channel is Congress. But if Congress is paralyzed or stuck arguing over
issues, the government will be paralyzed."
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Five economic bills submitted by the administration have been passed by the lower house but
have not been passed by the opposition-dominated Senate. One is a tax-evasion bill aimed at
recovering an estimated US$40 billion in revenues by authorizing criminal charges against evaders.
The legislation at the heart of the scandal the labor- reform law was vigorously opposed by labor,
and unions are taking advantage of the scandal to file lawsuits to repeal it.
Union leaders led a march on Sept. 6, calling for repeal of the law. "This law, besides hurting
workers' interests, is totally immoral," said opposition union leader Moyano. The march drew
5,000 union members, state workers, and unemployed people and ended with a demonstration in
front of the Casa Rosada presidential palace. The unions also called on the government to reverse
its decision to cut state workers' salaries by up to 15%. The salary reductions, as well as the labor
reforms, were part of the requirements set by the International Monetary Fund (IMF). [Sources:
Spanish news service EFE, 08/19/00, 08/24/00; Reuters, 08/23/00, 08/24/00, 08/28/00, 08/29/00,
09/08/00, 09/05/00; The Miami Herald, 09/07/00; Associated Press, 09/01/00, 09/06/00, 09/08/00;
CNN, 08/22/00, 08/23/00, 09/10/00, 09/11/00; El Nuevo Herald (Miami), 09/11/00; Inter Press Service,
09/01/00, 09/12/00; Clarin (Argentina), 09/12/00]
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